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January 14, 2008 

To whom it may concern  
From: Marilyn Bakker 
Subject: Westport’s Proposed Ordinance to Ban Plastic Grocery Bags 

I. About plastic: Factual errors in the rationale (bullet points)  

1. Oil consumption  

Ordinance Objective: “to reduce the use of the petroleum-derived chemicals that are necessary 
for the production of plastic checkout bags.”  
Bullet point: “100 billion plastic bags are used in the U.S. each year, requiring an estimated 12 
million barrels of oil to produce.” 
Note: US oil consumption is 20.7 million barrels per day, which adds up to 7600 million per year. 
If 12 million barrels is correct, consumption for plastic grocery bags is 0.16% of that . The amount 
of oil saved by a national ban would be trivial in any case, but … polyethylene is made from 
ethylene, and 70% of US ethylene is made from natural gas, not oil. (1) 

2. Toxicity  

Bullet point: “Plastic bags last up to 1000 years in a landfill; in the environment, they break down 
into tiny toxic particles that become part of the soil and water.” 
Note: The word toxic is erroneous and inflammatory. Toxic means poisonous. Polyethylene is not 
toxic.  

3. Danger to marine life  

Bullet point: “These bags kill up to one million sea creatures each year, such as birds, whales, 
seals, sea turtles and others. Long Island Sound and our beaches, as well as the adults and 
children who use them, do not escape this blight. 

Note: Plastics are indeed dangerous for marine life, but plastic bags are a relatively minor factor. 
The text suggests that “these bags” (plastic grocery bags) kill up to a million sea creatures.  

See data gathered from The Ocean Conservancy’s annual International Coastal Cleanup. One of 
their reports (2) says about entanglements: In the 2003 ICC, volunteers discovered 237 entangled 
items worldwide. …  monofilament fishing line was the primary culprit for the third year, 
representing more than 41 percent of total entanglements. Fishing nets were the next “most 
dangerous” items, causing over 18 percent of animal entanglements. Other entangling debris 
included six-pack holders and balloon ribbon. 
 A chart on page 5 that about 5,600 “bags” were collected in 2003 – 4.5% of total debris, 
and presumably all kinds of bags, all materials.  
 A “Dangerous Debris” chart (3) doesn’t mention plastic bags of any kind.  
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Grocery bags: plastic vs paper  

Ordinance:  Mandatory Use of Recyclable and Compostable Checkout  Bags: all stores shall 
provide only the following as checkout bags to customers:  paper bags and/ or compostable plastic 
bags and/or reusable bags. 

The proposed ordinance favors paper bags even though life cycle analysis shows that plastic bags 
are environmentally better in many ways – too many ways to recount here.  

Weight affects transportation and disposal. Plastic bags weigh a lot less than paper bags, so they 
occupy less space in a truck and in a landfill. Paper bags require more trucks, more fuel. (4)  

Paper bags take four times more energy to produce and paper production generates many more 
pollutants. (5)  

The Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) says that neither is better.  A 12/07 article in the 
San Francisco Chronicle (6) quotes Allen Hershkowitz, a senior scientist with NRDC who has 
worked on life cycle analyses for two decades. He said: "If you're comparing a paper bag made 
from virgin timber with a plastic bag made with natural gas, the paper bag causes more global 
warming pollution, more biodiversity impacts and more water impacts."  "If the paper bag is not 
recycled, it will generate greater carbon emissions during incineration than plastic would, or 
greater methane emissions if it is landfilled." 

All disposable bags vs reusables 

Ideally, reusable bags would replace all plastic and paper disposable bags. But as the bullet points 
point out, voluntary bans have not been effective. People forget to bring reusable bags into the 
stores, they do not have an incentive to use reusables, and old habits are extremely hard to break.  

“The proposed ban and plan for Westport includes incentives to use reusable bags by enclosing 
valuable store coupons and product samples. In addition, a proposed public relations campaign is 
expected to facilitate the preference for reusables.” 

Conclusion  

In my view, there is little  justification for a ban on plastic grocery bags without a ban on paper 
bags too, forcing the use of reusables. If a plastic-bag ban is implemented, and the coupons and 
PR campaign fail to change the old habits, consumption of paper bags will surely increase.  

New York City has taken a different approach. “The City Council overwhelmingly passed a 
sweeping measure today that would require stores to collect, transport and recycle the plastic 
bags they issue to customers.”   

Marilyn Bakker 

Editor-in-chief, The Wiley Encyclopedia of Packaging Technology, First Edition 
Editor/publisher, Bottlemaking Technology & Market News (1992-1998) 
Author of many research studies on Plastics vs Paper, Paperboard, Glass, and Metal.  
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Notes:  

1. National Association of Purchasing management  
http://www.napm-ny.org/resources/commodity.html 

2. Ocean Conservancy, 2003 Mississippi Summary 
 http://www.masgc.org/cleanup/news/2003_ICC_Summary_Mississippi.pdf 

3. Ocean Conservancy, 2007 International Coastal Cleanup  
http://www.oceanconservancy.org/site/News2?news_iv_ctrl=-1&page=NewsArticle&id=9771  

4. Michigan Environmental Education Curriculum: Life cycle analysis of paper and plastic bags 
http://techalive.mtu.edu/meec/module14/title.htm  

5. ReusableBags.com 
http://www.reusablebags.com/facts.php?id=7  

6. San Francisco Chronicle, December 12, 2007 
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/c/a/2007/12/21/MN20TSCUD.DTL 

7. New York Times January 9, 2008  
http://cityroom.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/01/09/council-votes-to-require-stores-to-recycle-plastic-
bags/index.html?hp  
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